Teaching the national written language to deaf students: A new approach by Volpato, L. et al.
Teaching the National Written Language
to Deaf Students: A New Approach
Laura Volpato1(✉) , Marlene Hilzensauer2 , Klaudia Krammer2, and Melanie Chan2
1 Università Ca’ Foscari, Dorsoduro 3246, 30123 Venice, Italy
laura.volpato@unive.at
2 Alpen-Adria-Universitaet, Universitaetsstrasse 65-67, 9020 Klagenfurt, Austria
{marlene.hilzensauer,klaudia.krammer,melanie.chan}@aau.at
Abstract. Deaf people across Europe struggle to have equal access to written
information as the main language of instruction in school is the spoken language.
The “Deaf Learning” project (2015-1-PL01-KA204-016) aims at improving the
above-mentioned situation by developing a face-to-face course supported by a
Moodle course according to the needs of young deaf adults. Within the project,
the partners developed a framework for lessons ranging from A1 to B2 (on the
basis of the Common European Framework for Languages, CEFR) to improve
reading and writing skills in the respective national languages. The teaching
materials for level A1 consist of 30 lessons in pdf printable version, and 6 Moodle
lessons. To make the course suitable for the very heterogeneous group of deaf
learners, the structure of the lessons was designed so that teachers can adapt it to
the needs of the deaf students. The Moodle lessons are kept simple and visual;
they include sign language videos, images, and H5P interactive contents. The
teaching materials have been tested in Italy for the main target group (17 partic‐
ipants aged 16–25 years) and in Austria for all other interested parties (3 partic‐
ipants aged over 30 years) through face-to-face lessons. The participants’ feed‐
back was incorporated into the materials.
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1 Educational Problems: The State-of-the-Art
As they cannot hear, deaf people are visually oriented and prefer to use the visual channel
for communication. Each country has its own sign language(s)1 and dialectal variants.
The national sign language is the first language or the preferred one for many deaf people.
However, they live surrounded by a hearing majority that mainly communicates through
the national spoken/written language(s). In most European countries, spoken language
is the language of instruction in schools – a language that does not meet the communi‐
cation needs of deaf people. Lip-reading is very hard to do over extended periods of
time and only 30–40% [7] of the information are visible on the mouth, i.e. deaf people
1 A country can have more than one national sign language, as it can have more than one national
written/spoken language.
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have to guess most of the contents. Although international research shows the efficiency
of the bilingual teaching method (sign language and written language) for deaf students,
it is still rare in Europe [9–11]. When leaving compulsory school, deaf students often
have large gaps in their national written language knowledge. This leads to the fact that
deaf people do not have equal access to written information. That, among other things,
reduces their chances on the labor market and leads to a low self-esteem.
In Italy as well as in Austria and in other European countries, even teachers and
tutors for special needs are not specifically trained to teach deaf students (e.g., most have
a very low sign language competence) [1, 10]. As a result, the educational plans, which
should be tailored to the deaf individuals, are often limited and lack adequate methodo‐
logical settings.
Depending on the type of school, the sign language support differs. In mainstream
schools there is normally no sign language support; in inclusive classes, deaf students
are provided with interpreting services only for a few hours a week and not for every
subject; besides, they have to concentrate on the signing of the interpreter and they find
it very difficult to take notes or participate actively in the lesson. There are too few
interpreters and they would need a special training for most of the school subjects,
especially in secondary and higher education. Even in most schools for the deaf, sign
language support is limited, as mostly spoken language is the language of instruction.
These problems with teaching the national written language result in poor reading
and writing competencies [2, 3, 5, 10, 13].
2 A Proposed Solution
To improve the above-mentioned situation, the “Deaf Learning” project (2015-1-PL01-
KA204-0165; homepage: www.pzg.lodz.pl/deaflearning)2 developed a face-to-face
course supported by a Moodle course according to the needs of the deaf target group,
namely young deaf adults aged between 16 and 25 years. All of the partners3 have
experience within the educational field of the deaf.
2.1 Structure of the Course
Within the project, the partners developed a framework for lessons ranging from A1 to
B2 (on the basis of the Common European Framework for Languages, CEFR). The
teaching materials for the A1 level were fully prepared (in a pdf printable version),
including a Moodle course for the six A1 lessons of the first theme.
The course is divided into five themes/topics: Relationships, Sport and Free-Time,
Money, Travel, School and Career. Each topic consists of six lessons, which have been
2 “The European Commission support for the production of this publication does not constitute
an endorsement of the contents which reflects the views only of the authors, and the Commis‐
sion cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained
therein”.
3 The project consortium consists of five partners: Poland as coordinator; Austria, Italy, Lith‐
uania and the United Kingdom.
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planned by taking into account both the target group, with all its specific features, and
the language teaching strategies currently in use for regular second language learners.
A lesson cycle was developed: it starts with the presentation of the new topic and
ends with the assessment of that same topic and the introduction of the following one.
One of the specific features of the course is that this proposed lesson cycle can be easily
adapted to the needs of the deaf students, as they are a heterogeneous group of learners
[6], whose initial language competence is very difficult to assess. Within this cycle, either
the course modules can be placed in different order, or the teacher can spend more time
on one module and skip another one. Sign language plays a crucial role in the education
of most deaf students, even if they are at different competence levels: it is the only
element capable of bringing deaf learners together, raising their interest and motivation.
Therefore, the lessons follow sign-bilingual methods such as Purposeful Concurrent
Use, Preview-View-Review and Translation [4].
2.2 The Supporting Moodle Courses
Nowadays Moodle has spread in all areas of e-learning, from language education to
vocational trainings. This is one of the main reasons behind the choice of Moodle as the
tool for the e-learning course. For the students who have already worked with Moodle
it will be easy to use the “Deaf Learning” courses. The others will be able to transfer
the experience they will gain here also to other contexts. In addition to this, Moodle has
the advantage that it is relatively easy to handle, and it offers the possibility to include
videos and interactive exercises in a much easier way than e.g. WordPress, which had
been used in a previous project.
The Moodle courses are based on the materials developed for the face-to-face course.
For deaf students, it is vital to keep the structure as uncluttered, simple and visual as
possible. Sign language videos and images are provided wherever they are needed (with
a focus on grammar topics and explanations). Moodle offers various possibilities of how
to structure the course. For the Austrian version (Moodle version 3.4), a thematic struc‐
ture was chosen.
The texts developed for the course had to be adapted and simplified to allow in-
dependent learning without the help of a teacher. Where possible, the visual attractive‐
ness of the contents was improved by using H5P interactive contents like “Accordion”
(e.g. for the different types of questions) and “Course presentation” (e.g. for different
forms of greetings).
Students can try out what they have learned in the face-to-face course with inter-
active exercises (for the Austrian course, also done with H5P), e.g. identifying nouns or
verbs in a text with “Mark the words”. Most of these exercises are self-correcting and
they give the students a visual feedback as well, e.g. they show which nouns/verbs were
missed by highlighting them.
H5P also allows the use of videos within exercises. For example, the students can
practice their vocabulary by first watching videos of signs in their native sign language
and then writing down the respective word in the written language of their country.
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3 Practical Impact
At the beginning, the course aims at introducing any new topic in sign language and at
activating the written vocabulary related to the lesson. Slowly, the familiar code makes
way for the unfamiliar one: the written national language. The second step is achieved
through comparisons between the respective signed and written languages (contrastive
method), pointing out the similarities and the differences between both systems. In order
to test this approach, trial lessons were held in Italy and in Austria. While Italy focused
on the main target group, i.e. young deaf people aged 16–25, Austria delivered the
lessons to older deaf people (aged over 30). Since the final products of the project will
be open access resources, we expect older deaf people to also benefit from them. Simi‐
larities and differences were observed during the trials in AT and IT.
3.1 Trial Lessons in Italy
In Italy, 11 lessons of 80–100 min were delivered to a group of 17 students. The lessons
were divided into two main sessions according to the division in themes. Session 1
consisted of 6 lessons A1 level, theme 1 (Relationships). Session 2 consisted of 5 lessons
A1 level, theme 2 (Sport and Free-time). 10 students aged 16–25 were involved in
session 1; the lessons took place during school hours, hosted by the secondary Special‐
ized School for the Deaf I.S.I.S.S. Magarotto in Padua. 5 out of the 10 students were not
Italian but moved to Italy during their childhood or later. 9 students were involved in
session 2; the lessons took place in the afternoon, after school hours, at the residential
house of the above-mentioned school. 2 out of the 9 students were not Italian. All
students were deaf or hard of hearing and they were all sign language users. The teacher
was a hearing native speaker of Italian with very good sign language competence.
All partners agreed to use online assessment tools already available for (hearing)
second language learners and proposed a list of such websites. The assessment of the
Italian deaf students’ competence in the national written language was attempted repeat‐
edly because of two main reasons: the students’ resistance against the idea of being
assessed; and the failure of the feedback delivery system of the first website employed.
One side effect of this situation was that results from two websites could be compared,
showing whether the results were different or equal. Two different online language tests
were administered4. From the first website only 3 out of 6 participants received the
results (P1 = B1; P2 = A2; P3 = A2). From the second website, all 6 received their
results: most of the respondents’ competence in Italian showed to be higher than A2. In
particular, the three participants who completed both tests and received proper feedback
scored as follows: P1 = B1; P2 = A2/B1; P3 = A2/B1. Even if three participants are not
enough to draw significant conclusions, the comparison between the first and the second
assessment shows that the latter gave slightly higher results than the first one. It is
4 Assessment session 1: http://www.torredibabele.com/it/Corsi_di_lingua_italiana/Test_on_
line.html; assessment session 2: https://www.esl.ch/it/soggiorno-linguistico/tests-online/test-
d-italiano/index.htm.
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unlikely that the higher scores are the result of an actual improvement, given that one
session is probably too short a time to trigger an increase in the language competence.
The lessons were delivered in written form through Keynote presentation and sup-
ported through Italian Sign Language (LIS) according to the sign-bilingual strategies of
Purposeful Concurrent Use and Preview-View-Review [4]. Other materials which were
employed are: an interactive smart board, portable white boards, a regular blackboard,
pens, paper, and computers. After each lesson, the teacher noted down the duration of
the lesson, the rate of attendance, which activities had been successful or unsuccessful,
and some personal comments.
At the end of the second session, due to the gradual decrease in the rate of attendance,
the students were asked for an interview, in order to find out the reasons of the attendance
phenomenon. Only 6 students agreed to be interviewed. The questions investigated their
likes and dislikes for the lessons, their preferences among the proposed activities, and
their suggestions to improve the course. The interviews were carried out in LIS with the
support of written text, and they were video-recorded.
All the important remarks collected through the trials and the interviews can be
related to three main issues: lack of motivation, need for flexibility, and heterogeneity.
Starting from heterogeneity, the group of learners has proved to vary extremely
concerning the competence in both sign and written language. Some grammar elements
typically included in the A1 level were not grasped by the learners assessed as B1, and
vice-versa, higher-level topics were well mastered by students assessed as A2. Despite
knowing from the existing literature [12, 14] which peculiarities are found amongst
written Italian productions by deaf people, the grammar difficulties arose unexpectedly
from different students at different times during the lessons. With the students being
such a heterogeneous group, it was necessary to adapt the lesson to individual needs;
for instance, the teacher had to spend some time individually with each student to revise
previous topics. This required the teacher to show a great deal of flexibility. Finally,
motivation proved to be the biggest obstacle to the learning process. As previously
mentioned, most deaf learners struggle with the national language during their school
years and they refuse to face it again, especially if they are in their last years of secondary
school, when they already imagine a learning-free future. In order to foster their inner
motivation, the partners agreed to interview deaf role-models who achieved high job
positions and possess a good competence in the national written language. During the
lessons, some strategies to raise motivation were used, such as: give the students more
responsibility (e.g. assign specific roles in tasks); use their competitiveness in a positive
way (e.g. language games in teams); and praise the students’ efforts.
3.2 Trial Lessons in Austria
The trial lessons in Austria lasted from September 2017 to February 2018; all lessons
of the first three themes of A1 were taught. The setting of the trial lessons, as well as
the participants (number and age) were quite different from the ones in Italy. In Austria,
the trial lessons took place at the Alpen-Adria-Universitaet Klagenfurt with three deaf
participants. These participants were all co-workers at the university and competent sign
language users. As mentioned before, most deaf people have problems with learning
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their written national language, regardless of their age. Although the main target group
of “Deaf Learning” are young adults (16–25 years), those who are older and want to
improve their national written language competence should not be excluded. Therefore,
deaf co-workers who were older than 30 years offered to test whether the course content
and the methods are appropriate for this extended target group. All three participants
showed great interest in improving their written language competence.
As it was done in Italy, an online assessment task of written German competence
was administered5 before starting with the trial lessons. According to CEFR, all three
participants showed a B1 language competence. The teacher was a hearing native
speaker of German with very good sign language competence.
At B1 level, students are expected to be familiar with – at least – the basic grammar
concepts and terminology (e.g. word classes, declination, and inflection) of a language.
It can also be assumed that at this language level, students are able to read and understand
the content of a text. As it turned out during the trial lessons, this was not the case6.
Especially during the grammar module of the lessons, their self-confidence and threshold
of frustration were rather low. They often struggled with the grammar terminology and
the (grammar) content. After being taught German for at least 9 years in compulsory
education (with spoken German as language of instruction), their grammar knowledge
was shockingly low, which must be seen as the logical consequence of the respective
teaching method. For example, they could mostly add the correct article to a common
noun, but they were unable to use the correct declined forms of the articles. It must be
noted that the problems of the deaf participants (declination, flection, word-order as well
as a limited vocabulary) coincide with the problems described in the literature [2, 8, 13].
The limited vocabulary constitutes a major obstacle to gaining information from a
text. As it turned out during the trial lessons, the participants had problems with reading
a text and answering questions about it. At this language level (A1), the texts are very
short and easy to understand, nevertheless the deaf participants were often unable to
extract the relevant information from the text. Creating short texts on their own proved
also a very difficult task for them. They clearly preferred exercises where they were
asked to combine phrases or to put given words/sentences into the correct order. It was
easier for them, when, before writing an actual text, they had the opportunity to experi‐
ment with role-playing. According to their feedback, understanding and writing a text
was much easier for them this way.
What pushed their motivation was a positive competitiveness when they exchanged
their work. While correcting each other’s work, they also asked more questions than
during the normal class.
The feedback of the deaf participants from the trial lessons was included in the
development of the final version of the teaching materials. Overall, they liked the visual
layout. In some cases, small alterations to exercises and/or texts were done by the course
designers, based on the deaf participants’ suggestions.
5 The test did not include any listening or talking exercises (https://www.alpha.at/de/deuts‐
chlernen/einstufungstest-deutsch/).
6 This shows that the language competence test that was used did neither capture the full range
of their knowledge nor the respective lack of it.
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3.3 Common Grounds and Differences Between Italy and Austria
It was interesting to compare the experience from the trial lessons in Italy with the one
from Austria, as the age of the participants as well as the setting of the lessons were
quite different.
First, the common grounds: both groups (in AT and IT) had a far poorer competence
with regard to their written language than their hearing peers and exhibited a rather low
level of tolerance towards frustration. Due to their education experience, they give up
much easier than most of their hearing peers would. Both in IT and in AT the knowledge
concerning the national written language differed between the participants. This is
consistent with the international literature, which describes deaf students as a hetero‐
geneous learning group [6]. Some grammar themes from A1 were unknown to the
participants, whereas they were quite familiar with themes from higher levels like B1.
The teachers in both countries had to react flexibly to meet the needs of the different
students - far more than when teaching hearing students.
Looking at the differences, it turned out that the motivation of the participants to
attend the lessons was higher in AT than in IT. The explanation is quite simple: the
Austrian participants had the advantage of being familiar with the teacher, they were
able to attend the lessons during their normal working hours and at their working place,
while the Italian students were busy with other school matters as well. The participants
in Austria also had experienced the importance of a good written language competence
in their lives – being aware of the consequences of the lack of it.
The trial lessons in IT and AT showed that there are some key facts for successful
lessons with this learning group: it is very important to create a positive, welcoming and
comfortable learning environment, more than with hearing students. They need the
feeling of being “safe” and that making mistakes is an important part of the learning
process instead of a failure on their side (as they remember from their previous school
experience). The teachers should be able to flexibly adjust their teaching to the different
knowledge levels of the students. This might imply to deviate from the prepared lesson
plan as well as from the lesson cycle. It turned out that offering deaf students an active
role and individual responsibility during the lessons as well as helping them discover
what knowledge they already possess served well to awaken the interest of the partici‐
pants and to motivate them further.
4 Conclusion and Planned Activities
The challenge in this project was to create written national language courses, which took
into consideration two peculiarities: first, they had to meet the learning needs of deaf
students and second, they had to be suitable for “false” foreign language learners. In
fact, deaf people have a certain command of their written national language – as it is the
language of the majority and they learned it at school – whereas foreigners normally do
not have this knowledge when beginning to learn another language. However, the
language competence of the deaf students is mostly poor, which leads to the conclusion
that the teaching methods in the schools are not at all suitable for those deaf students
who use sign language as their first language. Based on this fact, the “Deaf Learning”
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project designed a structured course for teaching the national written languages of the
five partner countries (i.e. English, German, Italian, Lithuanian, and Polish). The course
takes into account the needs of deaf students and their preference for visually based
learning. This course provides the target group, and all those who are interested in
improving their competence in the respective national written languages, with an oppor‐
tunity to work on their reading and writing skills, tailor-made to their needs and pref‐
erences. It is a crucial first step towards an equal access to education.
The further course of action will consist of different dissemination activities to
promote the course in the project partners’ countries. As mentioned above, many
teachers of the deaf are not trained enough for this special learning group. It is therefore
crucial to spread the information about this course and especially the course method
amongst schools for the deaf, inclusive schools, and teachers of the deaf as well as the
deaf themselves via national/regional deaf associations.
During the trial lessons, it turned out that the students would need a preparatory
course to understand linguistic concepts like noun and verb as well as the different
building blocks of written and signed languages. Therefore, the Polish coordinator of
“Deaf Learning” will submit a follow-up project consisting of 18 e-learning lessons with
signed videos and short assessment activities. The lessons will focus on both general
language knowledge (e.g., what is language, what are language families, bilingualism,
etc.) and on the aforementioned general concepts (e.g. how do languages express move‐
ment/activities).
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